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Two hundred miles west of Mexico 
City, near the base of the Sierra Madres
and the city of Morelia, there is a place 
where miracles happen … every fall.

During the months of October and
November each year, millions of mon-
arch butterflies arrive, “snowbirds”
from as far north as the American Mid-
west.

The annual migration of monarchs
will reverse course every spring, and
this never-ending cycle of anticipation,
joy and resignation frames a beautiful
new picture book by Oro Valley author
Cynthia Harmony.

Illustrated by German artist Devon 
Holzwarth, “A Flicker of Hope” was
released in English and Spanish on Feb. 
27 by Viking Penguin Random House.

Interestingly, arrestingly, it is not 
a story about nature. It’s a warm, fa-
ther-and-daughter tale about migrants
and migrant workers, each with families 
awaiting their return … every October 
and November.

“Back in 2018, when we started hear-
ing about migrant families being sepa-
rated at the border, I remember lying
down next to my 3-year-old son to help 
him fall asleep,” Harmony recalled. “I
kept thinking how fortunate I was, being
an immigrant mother who was able to
hold my baby close. I thought about that
a lot. I wanted to tell a story about it.”

Raised in Mexico City, Harmony 
became an educator whose focus was 
childhood psychology. In addition to 
writing textbooks, she worked with a 
team that designed exhibits for chil-
dren’s museums across Mexico.

She was at the Papalote Museo del
Niño in Chapultepec Park when she
met the man she would marry. He had
been raised in Tucson. They moved here
in 2010.

The stars began to align over “A
Flicker of Hope” when Harmony’s sis-
ter started working with one of the three 
large monarch reserves near Morelia.
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There is no shortage of famous moth-
ers in modern literature.

Marmee in “Little Women,” Mrs. 
Bennett in “Pride and Prejudice,” and 
Margaret White from “Carrie” come
quickly to mind, but hundreds of other 
worthy candidates have emerged from 
the page ever since.

To commemorate Mother’s Day,
volunteers with the Tucson Festival of 
Books were asked for a sampler of re-
cent books featuring moms. Predict-
ably, there are many to choose from:

“Mother-Daughter Murder 
Night” by Nina Simon was a Reese
Witherspoon Book Club selection that
appeared on a number of “best of” lists 
for 2023. Lana Rubicon is a high-pow-
ered businesswoman being treated
for cancer. While convalescing with 
her daughter and granddaughter at a
beach town north of Santa Barbara, the 
granddaughter finds a body floating off 
the coast. What should the Rubicons 
do? Solve the case, of course. — Shan-
non Baker

“Evil Eye” by Etaf Rum is a com-
plicated mother-daughter drama that
features Yara, a Palestinian-American 
woman who feels painfully unfulfilled
even when living a life her mother 
would have dreamed about. Her mom 
is very much a part of the story. How
can either one of them escape gener-
ations of abuse and racism? — Jeaiza 
Quinones Ivory

“The Expectant Detectives” by
Kat Ailes. A seemingly tranquil pre-
natal class proves to be anything but 
when a body is found nearby, making 
each of the mothers-to-be a suspect in 
a murder investigation. Naturally, they 
decide to solve the mystery themselves.
— Kimberly Peters
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Sabino Canyon has ranger talks, nature
walks and educational programs just like
state and national parks — but they are
all powered by volunteers.

Volunteer naturalists offer conser-
vation education programs daily at Sa-
bino January through March, serving 87
Tucson elementary schools, nearly 2,000
students and 787 teachers and chaper-
ones last year. A kindergarten program 
runs October through April on Tuesdays 
and Thursdays, which last year reached
56 schools, 1,524 students and 386 teach-
ers and chaperones.

“The buses come in every day and you
should see the kids’ faces,” said Jo Eaton,
president of Sabino Canyon Volunteer
Naturalists (SCVN). Urban kids may start 
out scared, unsure about “bad things in
the desert,” she said. “By the time they 
leave they say, ‘it’s the best day ever.’”

SCVN volunteers also work almost
year-round offering various table dis-
plays, stories for children, Panning for 
Garnets, Lizard Walks, cellphone photo 
walks and guided hikes at Sabino. They
also lead summer nature hikes on Mount
Lemmon.

Those combined efforts totaled 20,770 
volunteer hours in fiscal year 2023, a 
value of $660,486 to the U.S. Forest
Service, according to SCVN’s required
yearly report.

With 160 volunteer naturalists and 20

more in training, SCVN is one of several 
large volunteer groups serving Coronado 
National Forest.

Others include Tucson Off-Road 
Cyclists and Activists (TORCA) which 
claims 300 members and has been heav-
ily involved helping repair fire-damaged
trails and helping design and build new
mountain bike trails in the Santa Cata-
linas.

Santa Catalina Volunteer Patrol, which 
provides public contact and information
on the ground in the Santa Catalinas, had
about 180 patrollers in 2023 — down 
from 240 in 2019.

The Coronado National Forest web-
page on volunteers lists 16 “partner
volunteer organizations” including
statewide groups like Wild Arizona, Ar-
izona Trail Association and Arizona Site
Stewards (protecting cultural resources),
as well as groups specific to each ranger 
district.
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Alison Maricic, far left, and Tim Ralph, second from left, both Sabino Canyon Volunteer Naturalists, work with Alex Vasilev, far right, and 
his brother, Matthew, during a “Panning for Garnets” activity at Sabino Canyon on April 25.

Migrant 
families
focus of 
kid’s book

For Mother’s 
Day, 12 books
that shine a 
light on moms

VOLUNTEERS KEEP
THE FOREST HUMMING

VIEW: Take a look back at Sabino Canyon over 
the past 100 years with this historical photo 
gallery. Point your smartphone camera at the QR
code, then tap the link. 
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Tucson’s biggest baby is
now 2 months old, but Reid 
Park Zoo’s African elephant 
was only given a name three
weeks ago. 

After 19,000 votes, Meru,
pronounced may-ru, was 
deemed the winner, accu-
mulating nearly 8,000 of the 
votes cast.

The name Meru, in honor of 
Mount Meru in Tanzania, was 
in the running against Zalika,
which means “well born” in 
Swahili; and Zuma, in honor
of Nigeria’s Zuma rock for-
mation.

The 411-pound baby was
born on March 8 to mama 
Semba. She joins sisters
9-year-old Nandi and 4-year-
old Penzi, along with allomo-
ther Lungile.

The newest member of the 
herd is getting familiar with
her name.

“She always beats her mom 
to the trainer,” elephant su-
pervisor Cassie Dodds says. 

“If we call them, she gets re-
ally excited and runs top speed
to get there first.”

Training sessions at Reid
Park Zoo, 3400 E. Zoo Court, 
are voluntary for the ele-
phants and done through pos-
itive reinforcement. Training 
allows staff members to eval-
uate the elephants’ health and 
well-being.

“She’s had a really big 
growth within her personality 
and her curiosity around her 
environment,” Dodds says. 
“And also socially, we’re see-
ing her get really excited about
working with her trainers.”

Meru will likely nurse for 
several more years, and while 
she sometimes munches on
teeny bits of hay, pellets and

grass, she’s not very interested
in food. But she is interested in
scratches.

“She’ll follow a target ball 
with her head and move her 
body around to follow the 
target — and all she wants is 
some scratches,” Dodds says.
“So she’s really figuring out 
the interactions with us, but 
she’s also figuring out the in-
teractions with the herd.”

From the beginning, Penzi 
was never Meru’s biggest 
fan — but that’s likely be-
cause Penzi is still young and 
doesn’t yet have the instincts
to be as nurturing or pro-
tective. But Penzi has gotten 
better — she’s let the baby 
touch her and stand under
her legs. Their relationship is
progressing.

Nandi, on the other hand,
actually is Meru’s biggest fan.

“She’s really watchful. If she 
sees Penzi getting frustrated
with the calf, she’ll put herself 
in between them,” Dodds says. 

Playful baby elephant thriving

REID PARK ZOO

Elephant calf Meru is pictured here with big sister Penzi and mom
Semba.

How you can help
To learn about volunteer opportunities 
through the Coronado National Forest, 
visit tucne.ws/cnfvol.

You can also find volunteer jobs with
the Forest Service and other agencies 
through volunteer.gov.

MERU’S MILESTONES

BOOKMARKS

TUCSON FESTIVAVV L OF 
BOOKS

Please see VOLUNTEERS, Page E5

Please see BOOKMARKS, Page E3

Please see ELEPHANT, Page E3 Please see BOOKS, Page E3
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“Volunteers are crucial to 
the daily operations of the 
Forest Service,” according 
to the site which notes the 
forest’s unique year-round 
volunteer opportunities in 
Southern Arizona.

Volunteers “are an exten-
sion of the Forest Service,” 
said Starr Farrell, Coronado 
public affairs officers. “Vol-
unteer groups allow us to do 
more than we could do.”

All hands on deck 
approach 

Volunteers augment for-
est staffing. The Coronado 
employs 108 full-time and 
22 temporary employees; 
with 30-40 full-time and 
seasonal employees on 
the Santa Catalina Ranger 
District which administers 
Sabino Canyon, the Santa 
Catalina mountains, and 
part of the Rincon moun-
tains including Redington 
Pass north and northeast of 
Tucson.

The Forest Service’s na-
tional database shows about 
1,700 volunteers annually on 
the Coronado with the larg-
est numbers on the Santa 
Catalina (880) and Nogales 
(537) ranger districts. Both 
districts benefit from active 
retirees and winter residents 
in Tucson and Green Valley.

The total number of 
people who volunteer is 
larger — perhaps 2,500 for-
est-wide and 1,600 on Santa 
Catalina — but is harder to 
count accurately as this in-
cludes people participat-
ing in group events like the 
twice annual Redington Pass 
cleanup.

Of 154 national forests in 
the U.S., the Coronado has 
one of the top totals of vol-
unteer hours. The volunteer 
service database showed 
about 110,000 volunteer 
and service hours contrib-
uted on the Coronado for 
2023, according to Cather-
ine McRae, national press 
officer in Washington D.C. 
Only the National Forests 
in North Carolina had a 
slightly larger total — about 
111,000 hours.

Coronado volunteers bat-
tle invasive species (Buffel 
Grass Slayers), organize big 
cleanups (Friends of Reding-
ton Pass), rescue lost hikers 
(Southern Arizona Search 
and Rescue Association), 
publish hiking guides, and 
run visitor centers. Many 
groups help maintain or even 
design and build trails.

Wild Arizona, a conser-
vation group, has two paid 
crews of young people for 
heavy trail work across the 
forest. It also runs a six-
week youth conservation 
corps program in the Chir-
icahuas (north of Douglas 
and southeast of Willcox) 
for students ages 15-17. Vol-
unteer coordinator Nizhoni 
Baldwin, who is Navajo, is 
doing outreach to Native 
communities and has gar-
nered several applications 
from Native Americans 
for the youth conservation 
corps program. The Forest 
Service funds this program; 
Wild Arizona recruits for 
and runs it from the Rucker 
Canyon fire station.

Larger partners such as 
Arizona Trail Association, 
which maintains the Ari-
zona Trail through the state 
— have some paid staff but 

do a lot of work through vol-
unteer events and trail stew-
ards. ATA has agreements 
with every public land entity 
the Arizona Trail crosses, 
said Wendy Lotze, director 
of volunteer programs.

“It’s actually unique not 
only on every forest but on 
every district,” she said. “We 
have written agreements on 
some districts, handshake 
agreements with other dis-
tricts.” Some district staff 
or rangers want to manage 
volunteers, others prefer 
that ATA run its own events.

‘A serious workforce’ 
“Volunteers are not free,” 

Lotze said. “They are lower 
cost than an employee but 
you need to invest time and 
resources in them.”

ATA offers the Trails Skill 
Institute for volunteers (its 
own and others) with mod-
ules on trail monitoring and 
maintenance, stonework, 
layout and construction for 
new trails and trail miti-
gation. “Since 2015 we’ve 
trained 225 people,” Lotze 
says. She added that “this 
increase in (volunteer) ca-
pacity has been a response 
to decrease in capacity with 
the Forest Service.”

“It’s a serious workforce,” 
she added. “The upside is 
having these people whose 
blood, sweat and tears are in 
the landscape who are going 
to invest in its future.”

Public affairs officer Far-
rell says the Forest Service 
values volunteer contribu-
tions at $27 an hour. The 
Independent Sector, an 
organization for nonprof-
its, values volunteer time at 
$31.80.

The Forest Service man-
ages volunteer groups 
through volunteer agree-
ments, ideally renewed ev-
ery year, which spell out li-
abilities, protection, rights, 
responsibilities and limits 
on authority. The agency 
also requires specific re-
porting by volunteer groups 
on hours and accomplish-
ments.

Every district has a col-
lection of unique volunteer 
groups and partnership ar-
rangements to augment its 
recreation work. For No-
gales, Friends of Madera 
Canyon maintain trails and 
offer trail guides; Mount 
Wrightson Wilderness 
Volunteers have cleared all 
wilderness trails.

On the Sierra Vista dis-
trict, Friends of the Hua-
chuca Mountains maintain 
the historic Carr house on 
weekends April through 

December.
Douglas Ranger District 

draws two national groups 
yearly to work on Chirica-
hua Wilderness trails along 
with a local trails group from 
Portal. The district provides 
logistics support to haul in 
camps and water with its 
pack train; crews also stay 
in forest facilities. Friends 
of Cave Creek run a year-
round visitor center.

Other public entities be-
sides the Forest Service rely 
on volunteers. Saguaro Na-
tional Park, which has units 
on the northeast (Rincon 
Mountains) and west (Tuc-
son Mountains) side of Tuc-
son, had 671 volunteers last 
year offering almost 24,000 
volunteer hours. Many work 
under the Park Service’s na-
tional program, Volunteers 
in the Parks. The field con-
tacts are similar to the Forest 
Service’s “volunteer patrol.”

“Our recurring volun-
teers, such as those you see 
providing information on 

trails, wear volunteer uni-
forms that include a Vol-
unteers in the Parks logo,” 
said Beth Hudick, Saguaro 
National Park’s interpre-
tation, education and out-
reach manager. “Many…
are there to provide visitors 
with orientation and safety 
information or what we call 
PSAR, Preventative Search 
and Rescue.”

Volunteers put  
on pause 

The Forest Service does 
not have a similar national 
volunteer program. Instead, 
the Santa Catalina Volunteer 
Patrol is entirely local. It was 
founded in 1997 by Tucson 
citizens and Forest Service 
employees concerned about 
budget cuts and limited per-
sonnel impacting public ser-
vice in Sabino Canyon, ac-
cording to a comprehensive 
history of the Santa Catalina 
Volunteer Patrol compiled 
by several SCVP members.

But in January, the patrol 
group quit patrolling for the 
first time in its 27-year his-
tory.

The SCVP “stood down” 
from Jan. 9 through Feb. 17 
during the busiest season 
for public recreation in the 
area. A new SCVP presi-
dent said the “voluntary 
stand-down” was aimed to 
improve patroller safety in 
difficult visitor interactions. 
The president said the time-
out allowed for retraining 
all patrollers in new visitor 
interaction techniques re-
quired by the Forest Service.

Email posts from previous 
SCVP leadership to mem-
bers indicated more con-
troversy. The group’s former 
president wrote that he was 

resigning after a “another 
tumultuous meeting with 
the ranger” and said he 
needed to leave to maintain 
group operations.

During the stand-down, 
several patrollers and other 
volunteers wrote letters 
to the editor, decrying or 
defending Forest Service 
management. Another vol-
unteer group has showed 
up on weekends at Sabino, 
protesting its termination 
by the ranger over a trail spat 
with another group.

The ousted volunteer 
group wrote a letter of con-
cern in late January to Coro-
nado Forest Supervisor Ker-
win Dewberry, the ranger’s 
boss, but did not receive a 
reply.

Volunteers
From E1
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Bev Burger, a Sabino Canyon Volunteer Naturalist, displays garnets to riders on the shuttle in 
Sabino Canyon.

Jo Eaton, the Sabino Canyon Volunteer Naturalists president, 
talks to two hikers after they saw a snake in Sabino Canyon.

“Panning for Garnets” is one of the many activities hosted by 
the Sabino Canyon Volunteer Naturalists.
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